Background: A Man of Faith and Commerce
In his short but perceptive essay on the High Church Hackney Phalanx, published within the online edition of the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography, Mark Smith has recently drawn attention to the fact that the Phalanx, though theologically different from the Clapham Sect, had much in common with that group. Smith writes that Despite their theological differences, Hackney and Clapham both demonstrate the increasing weight of the commercial classes in the highest councils of the church and the success of the church in attracting the wealth, energy, and initiative of a stratum of society often associated primarily with religious nonconformity.1 Indeed, though often viewed as an ecclesiastical phenomenon, the Hackney Phalanx (in which William Stevens was an important precursor) and the Evangelical Clapham Sect were, in reality, related movements that emerged out of powerful upper-middle class commercial contexts that had come to dominate English society by the late eighteenth century. Stevens, for instance, was a wholesale hosier; John Thornton was a merchant who traded in Russian markets; Thornton's son, Henry, became a wealthy banker. In their own ways, all these men brought their "wealth, energy, and initiative" from the commercial world into their respective ecclesiastical milieus. Recently, Gareth Atkins has explored the Evangelical aspects of this phenomenon, noting the profound influence that Evangelical lay wealth and commercial acumen had on Evangelical activism into the early nineteenth century.2 However, the High Church relationship between commerce and religion remains obscure-no doubt a reflection of the neglect of seeing High Churchmanship as having a substantial lay following. Through the example of Stevens (with reference to other powerful High Church laymen), this chapter begins to scratch the surface of commerce's relationship with High Church activism. In Stevens' case, commercial success led to a life devoted mostly to ecclesiastical and philanthropic concerns. For the High Church Stevens, as for his lay Evangelical 71 Background counterparts, success in commerce bought wealth that, in turn, also bought the freedom, skills and means to influence Church affairs in ways that no average member of the laity, nor even any cleric, ever could.
Birth and Early Life
William Stevens was born on 2 March 1732 within the Southwark parish of St Saviour's, London, and was baptised at St Saviour's Church on 27 March 1732.3 Most of what is known about Stevens' early life comes to us from Park's Memoirs, an account that is substantially one-sided in its presentation of Stevens' family origins. Notably, only a slight mention is made of Stevens' father, whilst his mother and her family connections all receive a substantial coverage. The reason for this becomes obvious as Park reveals that Stevens' mother was the sister of Samuel Horne, the rector of the parish of Otham, Kent, and the father of the well-known eighteenth-century High Church prelate and theologian, George Horne (1730-1792). 4 In contrast, only one sentence is recorded about Stevens' father, whom Park describes as an unspecified tradesman, "certainly much inferior in station to the mother of Mr. Stevens."5 Consequently, Geoffrey Rowell has observed that "there is a hint that some thought she might have somewhat married beneath her station."6 But this downplays Park's obvious intent, that he regarded Stevens' father as being unworthy of any sort of detailed elucidation owing to his inferior social standing, compared with Stevens' connection to the Horne's family. However, some of the information lacking in Park's account can be filled-in through consulting a copy of Stevens' baptismal certificate. There, it is revealed that Stevens' father was also named William and that he was in fact a butcher.7 This helps to partly explain Park's silence. Butchers were one of the many numerous lower-middle class trades; business directories, often used only by the wealthy and fashionable, rarely
